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INTRODUCTION 

Why are there fewer women in formal leadership positions than expected, 
even today? While women have achieved much in the last few decades, they 
still hold fewer leadership positions than men in labour unions, business, 
government and non-profit organisations (Eagly and Carli 2007; Kaminski 
and Yakura 2008; Ledwith et al. 1990; Milkman 2007). This holds after 
more than two generations of striving (since the 'second wave' of feminism 
began in the 1950s) by highly talented, achievement-oriented women, and 
the passing of equal opportunity legislation in many developed nations to 
prevent such inequities. Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (2002: 56) refer to this 
situation as 'no longer' what it was, when women focused their lives and 
identities on care-giving and support of others, but 'not yet' what women 
would hope to accomplish in environments free from bias. 

To understand this phenomenon, we sought a theoretical framework 
that was broad enough to encompass the complexity of union leadership 
experiences and the diversity of women's paths to leadership, and to iden-. 
tify mechanisms which help and/or hinder their accomplishments. With 
some modifications, Lewin's (1947) force-field analysis was well-suited to 
addressing such issues. In this study, we aim at understanding the experi
ences of union women leaders as they strive to achieve and maintain formal 
leadership positions by identifying overarching supportive and restraining 
forces and their impact on union women leaders' achievements. We focus 
on gender as one of the key explanatory factors in understanding paths to 
leadership. Where participants highlight how their ethnicity interacts with 
gender or with their union work, we include those views in the analysis. 
Participants in this study do not vary much on factors such as age and 
social class, and so they will not be a focus of our discussion. 

As organisational psychologists, our theoretical influences are rooted 
in the Human Relations School, which includes works by Kurt Lewin 
and Rensis Likert in the US, the Tavistock Institute in the UK and the 
organisational development schools they spawned. We believe leadership 
capabilities are distributed equally among women and men, and the under-
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representation of women in leadership positions is attributable to factors 
other than the women's own merit. Our feminist training is based on sociaJ
ist feminism and rhe proposition chat discrimination based on race, gen
der and ocher factors is .firmly roared in the economic system, specifically 
capitalism. Yet we are sympathetic co liberal feminist efforts to improve 
women's circumstances in the here-and-now, with.in the existing capitalist 
structure. We also concur with Ely and Padavic's (2007} proposition that 
organisations are active determinants of gender identities. Based on the first 
author's experience as a university-based labour educator, we call attention 
to the role played by u:ruons in creating and maintaining gendered systems 
of power and leadership. Therefore, our goal is to identify the overarch
ing forces chat place artificial limits on women's leadership with.in_labour 
organisations and propose ways to reduce, and ultimately eliminate, those 
restraining forces. 

FORCES IMPACTING LABOUR UNION LEADERS' ACIDEVEMENT 

Lewin (1947) uses the concept of a quasi-stationary equilibrium to describe 
the status quo, which is not completely static but remains balanced between 
opposing forces. Lewin focuses attention on a field of forces, or the envi
ronment in which the individual is situated (Burnes 2004). The status quo 
is determined by a set of supporting and restraining forces in one's particu
lar force field. A post-modern interpretation of Lewin's work would also 
include gender regimes as a key force within the field. Changes in one's 
situation or behaviour occurs when the relarive strength of rhese forces 
changes. In rhis study, we define rhe starus quo as the position of leader
ship achieved by a woman, and seek to identify the forces that sa.pporr 
and restrain her advancement inro higher positions of formal leadership in 
labour organisations. Some of these forces have already been identified in 
previous studies which provided a much-needed focus on the experiences 
of women leaders: restraining forces such as family responsibilities, male
dominated union hierarchies, and low priority placed on women's issues; 
and supporting forces such as being raised in a pro-union family, hav
ing access to women's committees or women-only training, and reserved 
seats for women on executive boards (Colgan and Ledwith 2002; Curtin 
1999; Kirton 2006; McBride 2001 )- We add co rhis work by comparing the 
dynamics encountered by women and men in a framework that can be used 
to integrate a wide range of results. 

To create a more comprehensive picture of the force field in which union 
women leaders are situated, we_apply ao organising heuristic from orgaru-
sational psychologr and organisational behaviour (with one modification) 
used to study phenomena in organisations. Organisational scholars typi
cally mil ise individual, work group, organisational, and societal/hisrorical 
levels of analyses. We add a non-work level, which covers factors in the 
individual's personal life that can impact the amount of time and effort 
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spent on union activities. Examples include childcare, eldercare, relation
ship with significant others, hobbies, community activities, or other per
sonal factors independent of work and union functions. The non-work 
domain is a key part of gender identity, and can affect career options. In 
examining these five levels, we posit that individual women may experience 
supports for achievement of their union leadership career goals at some of 
these levels but restraints at others. Moreover, the sources of support and 
restraint may change over the course of a woman's career as a union leader. 
Ultimately, we propose that the alignment of these five levels, towards more 
or less achievement, determines a woman's likelihood of achieving formal 
positions of leadership in union organisations. 

Figure 3.1 illustrates a hypothetical example of how the levels may sup
port or hinder a union woman's formal leadership career. It is common for 
female union members to be less active in union work when their children 
are young but become noticeably more active when they have grown (i.e., 
movement of non-work forces from restraining to neutral and therefore 
towards achievement). However, this woman may work in a group whose 
members believe men are better suited than women to hold key leader
ship positions (restraining force). Yet, she might be supported by the larger 
organisation through formal mentoring and participation in leadership 
development programmes (supporting force). A shift in either of these levels 
of forces could position the woman towards or away from achieving formal 
leadership in her labour organisation. 

non-work ----•� ... ---• 

individual ------.. �.--

group ....,.�+------

organizational-----•�+-

societal/ historical____,.�+---• 

"No longer" "Not yet" Achielling 

Key: 

Level of analysis 

Supporting forces 
-+ 

Restraining forces 
+--

Balance point 

� 

Figure 3.1 Levels of forces impacting union women leaders' achievement. 
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RESULTS 

Non-Work Level Forces 
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Men reported that non-work forces in their lives tended to be supportive 
(54 per cent) or equally supportive and restraining (39 per cent). All of the 
men had children (or step-children) and supportive spouses. Some male 
respondents described the time spent raising children. One said: 

'I've got a wonderful wife, she's extremely inte.lligent, career oriented. 
The kind of work I do requires a lot of time away. I'm away from home 
a lot. Union business is never done ... Having a supportive wife, some
body that, she can raise my son-I do miss a lot of things-but having 
her there is a key element'. 

However, both the percentages and the tone of the comments were quite 
different for women respondents. They described an almost equal mix of 
supporting (40 per cent) and restraining forces (40 per cent), and most 
women leaders in our sample were divorced or never married. Noticeably, 
none of them mentioned a supportive spouse or partner during their early 
or middle leadership experiences, although two did in their current posi
tions. One specifically said that the amount of time she spent working for 
the union hurt her relationships. 

Overall, women reported noticeably more non-work hindrances than men 
did. One woman was not active in the union whilst her children were young. 
Another felt especially strongly about this issue, and spoke in response to 
some comments by male union leaders at the training programme: 

'For men to sit there and say "we have a democratically elected leader
ship, and so there are no barriers to women in our union" just astounds 
me. Just to go to a union meeting a rank and file woman member has to 
pick the kids up from child care-if they're lucky enough to have child 
care-rush home, do grocery shopping, cook the meal, clean up, serve 
the meal, clean up, put the kids to bed. We know that women still do 
the bulk of the domestic work and are still the nurturers in the family. 
So for women just to attend a union meeting and be elected shop stew
ards is a challenge. Not to mention the incredible guilt trip they feel 
when they do take on another volunteer capacity, like being a steward. 
And that's the start of your union career'. 

She also noted that 'women staff who have chosen to have children, to 
have a family, have to step back in their career'. 

Elder care was also increasingly an issue for female respondents. The illness 
and death of a parent was mentioned as a factor that made it harder to spend 
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